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(57) The online support system of the present inven- 
tion provides each user with possible resolutions and 
operations to eliminate problems and troubles arising in 
a device of the user in the fonm of Web pages. The online 
support system allows the user to gain access to a Web 
page defined by the URL, which Is specified according 
to user's Input Information, for example, the model name 
of the device, the nation, the operating system, and the 
type of a problem. Possible resolutions and operations 
against a specific problem, which are prepared In ad- 
vance, are then displayed for self help on the browser. 
The operations and resolutions are provided in a step- 
wise manner In response to user's instructions until the 
problem is eliminated. When the problem Is not elimi- 
nated by any of the possible operations and resolutions, 
the online support system displays an E mall (electronic 
mall) transmission fomi. The transmission fonn allows 
the user to gain E mail support. The user inputs regular 
pieces of Information generally required for the support 
and arbitrary pieces of infomriation with regard to the 
specific problem In the transmission form. Data proc- 
essed by the device and a browsing log of the possible 
operations and resolutions against the specific problem 
are also added to such information. This online support 
system enables the user to effectively use both self sup- 
port by the possible resolutions and operations pre- 
pared in advance and the E mail support, thus efficiently 
eliminating the problem arising in the device of the user. 



Fig. 6 



GENERAL-PURPOSE WEB 
PAGE FOR OHUHE SUPPORT 
SELF SUPPORT 



SELF SUPPORT 



INPUT WIK001I OF 
MODEL, 
NATION. 
OS, « 

TYPE OF PROBLEM 



TO PAGE OF mmSS^ 

CORRESPONDtNG TO INPUT 



SOLVED I 



SOLVEp 



106 



URL DATABASE 




CASE 1 

UOOEL / NATION / 

OS / PROBLEM 

NOT SOLVED 



NOT SOLVED 




110 



nicDiiv CADM cno I ! <iiDDnDT I nf^ i 



120*. 



DISPLAY FORM FOR 
E HAIL SUPPORT 



SUPPORT LOG 1 
INFORMATION j 
J 



100 -"^Ti 



122 



Printed by Jouve, 76001 PARIS (FR) 



1 



EP1 139 604 A2 



2 



Description 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 
Field of the Invention 

[0001] The present invention relates to an online sup- 
port technique that gives online support to eliminate 
problenns and troubles arising in a device. 

Description of the Related Art 

[0002] The online support via the Internet becomes a 
common technique to support users who require elimi- 
nation of a variety of troubles and problems arising in a 
diversity of devices including printers and scanners. 
One method of the online support utilizes electronic 
mails. When a problem arises in a device, the usertrans- 
mits an electronic mall describing the details of the prob- 
lem to an online support center managed by, for exam- 
ple, the manufacturer of the device. The online support 
center analyzes the cause of the problem based on the 
infonmation written in the electronic mail and suggests 
the user a possible operation. 
[0003] Another method of the online support provides 
support infonnation for eliminating the problem, that is, 
online help, in the fomri of Web pages on the Internet, in 
general, possible operations and resolutions against 
common troubles and problems and those readily elim- 
inated by the user are provided in the Web pages man- 
aged by the manufacturer of the device. The user simply 
refers to the support information according to the model 
of the device and the type of the problem, in order to 
eliminate the problem. 

[0004] The problems and troubles arising in the de- 
vice often have a common cause. In many cases, these 
problems and troubles are ascribed to the carelessness 
of the users and are readily elimlated. The E mail sup- 
port is, however, required to individually respond to the 
similar questions of the users. This undesirably increas- 
es the loading on the E mail support and interferes with 
the quicic response to the significant problems and trou- 
bles that can not be eliminated readily by the user 
[0005] As described above, the possible operations 
and resolutions are provided against the troubles and 
problems readily eliminated by the user as the support 
information. In the prior art online support, however, 
such support information is not sufficiently utilized. 
[0006] The user generally can not give a sufficient de- 
scription with regard to the working status of the device 
and the problem arising in the device. Such users do not 
give the sufficient Information required to elucidate the 
cause of the problem in the E mall support. Namely it is 
difficult for such users to gain the efficient E mail sup- 
port. The users who can not sufficiently describe the 
problem generally can not solve even an easy problem 
by the self efforts. This accordingly enhances the load- 
ing on the E mail support. 



SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

[0007] The object of the present Invention is thus to 
provide an online support technique that relieves load- 

5 ing on E mail support, which supports normal operations 
of a device by utilizing electronic mails. The object Is 
also to provide a technique that facilitates elucidation of 
the cause of a problem arising in a device in the course 
of online support. 

10 [0008] At least part of the above and the other related 
objects is attained by one online support method that 
gives online support to eliminate a problem arising in a 
device. The first online support method includes the 
steps of: (a) providing a user of the device with a specific 

15 form that enables the user to input and transmit infor- 
mation with regard to the problem; and (b) providing the 
user of the device with support inf omriation, which Is pre- 
pared in advance for elimination of the problem, prior to 
the step (a). 

20 [0009] Here the problem represents any abnormal 
working status of the device and does not always mean 
a failure. For example, when one of expendables re- 
quired for the nonnal operation of the device is com- 
pletely used up, the device does not work normally. The 

25 problem in the specification hereof Includes such a sta- 
tus. 

[0010] The step (a) may be actualized by a process 
of providing the specific transmission form, for example, 
an E mail transmission form, in a Web page. The step 

30 (a) may alternatively be actualized by a process of ac- 
tivating an application program for electronic mails in- 
stalled in a client. In the fomner process, it is preferable 
to provide the transmission fomri on the browser, for ex- 
ample, by the technique of CGI (common gateway in- 

35 terface). The transmission form may be provided as a 
template of a predetemnined application program, in- 
stead of the electronic mail. When the support infomna- 
tlon Is provided In the Web page, the Web page may 
Include an area that allows pieces of information with 

^0 regard to the problem to be written. The step (b) may be 
actualized by a process of displaying the support infor- 
mation on the browser or by a process of transmitting a 
file with the support infonnation recorded therein to the 
client. 

^5 [001 1 ] The first online support method of the present 
invention provides the userwith support infonnation pre- 
pared in advance, prior to the support utilizing the spe- 
cific fonn, such as an E mail transmission fonn (herein- 
after refen-ed to as the mail support). This method pro- 

50 vides the support Infonnation and the mail support in a 
sequence and thus enables the user to try the self sup- 
port based on the support infonnation, prior to asking 
for the mail support. This enhances the chance of the 
user's self support when the problem arises in the de- 

55 vice and thereby lowers the requirement for the mall 
support. This effectively relieves the loading on the mail 
support In the online support system. The relieved load- 
ing on the mail support ensures the marginal capacity 
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of the mall support and thus Improves the quality of the 
online support. This arrangement also enables the user 
to readily eliminate the problem without waiting for the 
response of the mail support, thus enhancing the con- 
venience of the device. 

[0012] The first online support method of the present 
invention is characterized by the sequenced link of the 
self support with support infomnation prepared in ad- 
vance to the mail support. This arrangement enhances 
the use of the support Information, which has not been 
used effectively in the prior art technique, and relives 
the loading on the mail support, thus improving the qual- 
ity of the online support. This an^angementthus enables 
the advantages of the self support with the support in- 
formation to be compatible with the advantages of the 
mail support. 

[0013] In the first online support method of the present 
Invention, the support information prepared in advance 
may be provided In a variety of forms. For example, pos- 
sible resolutions and operations are provided in thefonn 
of a list according to the device and the problem. In an- 
other example, the support infonnation may be provided 
in response to each selecting instruction given by the 
user. The latter example corresponds to an application 
of providing the support information in an interactive 
manner. In the latter application, when the user specifies 
the device and the problem, one typical operation or res- 
olution is given to the user, in the case where the given 
operation or resolution can not eliminate the problem, 
another operation or resolution is given to the user in 
response to the user's requirement, in this manner, pos- 
sible operations and resolutions are provided sequen- 
tially. This arrangement enables the user to try the op- 
erations and resolution one by one for elimination of the 
problem. The sequence of the support Infomiation pro- 
vided in response to the user's requirements may be, 
for example, an order of easiness of the execution of 
operations and resolutions or an order of the frequency 
of occun'ence of the causes. 

[001 4] In the online support method of the present in- 
vention, the specific fonn may be any fonn that allows 
transmission of infomnation with regard to the problem 
arising In the device. In accordance with one preferable 
application, the specific fonn includes a first part that 
aslcs the user to input specific infomnation, which is gen- 
erally required for analysis of the problem, and a second 
part that enables the user to input arbitrary infomiation 
with regard to the problem. In many cases, rather fixed 
pieces of Infomiation are required for efficient analysis 
of the problem. In the specific form of this arrangement, 
the first part gives the typical pieces of infomiation to 
enhance the efficiency of analysis of the problem. The 
second part gives the detailed infomiation on the prob- 
lem that can not be covered by the typical infomiation. 
This arrangement enables the analysis of the problem 
and the examination of the effective operation to be car- 
ried out more flexibly. 

[0015] In accordance with one preferable application 



of the present invention, the first online support method 
further includes the step of: (c) obtaining browsing 
record infomiation, which represents a user's browsing 
record of the support Information, in addition to the in- 

5 formation input in the specific fomri. 

[0016] In the process of mail support, the browsing 
record allows estimation of the operations that the user 
has tried, thus enabling the analysis of the problem and 
the examination of the effective operation to be carried 

10 out more appropriately and more efficiently. When the 
browsing record infomiation is stored in the client, the 
browsing recording Infomiation may be added automat- 
ically or In response to a user's operation to the E mail 
sending the infomiation with regard to the problem. An- 

15 other application transmits only the address of the 
browsing record information with the specific fomn to the 
online support system, which then gains an online ac- 
cess to the browsing record infomiation . Still another ap- 
pllcation causes the online support system to store the 

20 browsing record infomiation of the Web page. 

[001 7] In the first online support method of the present 
invention, the specific fomri for the mail support may be 
provided only afterthe support Infomiation. Alternatively 
the method may provide the specific form in response 

25 to a user's instruction without providing the support in- 
fomnation. in the course of mall support, transmission of 
plural mails between the user and the online support 
system may be required before the problem Is eliminat- 
ed. The arrangement of providing the specific fomi with- 

30 out the support information relieves the labor of the user 
in the process of transmitting plural malts to and from 
the online support system. 

poi 8] From this point of view, one preferable embod- 
iment uses a transmission fomn of a different fonnat in 

35 the latter case of online support without the support in- 
formation, from the fomiat of the transmission form pro- 
vided in the fomier case of online support with the sup- 
port information. For example, the transmission form 
without the support information may ask the user to at- 

40 tach the resolutions and operations suggested in a pre- 
vious access for the online support. Another preferable 
embodiment asks the user to omit input into items in the 
typical information of the first part that have already 
been input in a previous access for the online support. 

45 [0019] The present invention is also directed to anoth- 
er online support method that gives online support to 
eliminate a problem arising in a device. This second on- 
line support method includes the step of: providing a us- 
er of the device with a specific form that enables the user 

50 to input and transmit information with regard to the prob- 
lem, wherein the specific fomi includes a first part that 
asks the user to input specific infomiation, which is gen- 
erally required for analysis of the problem, and a second 
part that enables the user to input arbitrary Infomiation 

ss with regard to the problem. The difference from the first 
online support method is that the second online support 
method does not provide the user of the device with sup- 
port information prepared in advance. The use of the 
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specific form exerts the similar effects to those dis- 
cussed above with regard to the first online support 
method. The arrangement of using the specific fonn en- 
ables the online support system to more readily grasp 
the problem arising In the device and offer more appro- 
priate support information. Namely this arrangement ef- 
fectively relieves the loading on the online support. 
[0020] Either of the first online support method and 
the second online support method is applicable to sup- 
port nonnal operations of a diversity of devices. In the 
case where the device carries out either processing or 
generation of digital data, it is preferable that the specific 
form asks the user to Input at least infomiation that is 
required to specify a result of the processing or the gen- 
eration carried out by the device. In one example, when 
the device inputs either image data or audio data, the 
infomiation is either the image data or the audio data 
input into the device. In another example, when the de- 
vice outputs either an image or audio based on digital 
data, the infonnation is electronic data representing ei- 
ther the image or the audio output by the device. 
[0021 ] Typical examples of the device that cames out 
either processing or generation of digital data include 
printers that process data generated by an application 
program and thereby generate print data, scanners that 
generate image data, digital cameras, copying ma- 
chines, and facsimiles. Other examples include devices 
that record music and other sound In various compres- 
sion fonns like MP3, devices that process audio data, 
devices that generate video data in various compres- 
sion fomns like MPEG, and devices that edit such video 
data. The information required to specify the result of 
the processing or the generation may be data directly 
representing the result of the processing or generation 
or infomiation required to gain an online access to such 
data. For example, In the case of the pnnter, the data 
directly representing the result of the processing or gen- 
eration includes print data generated by the printer driv- 
er and electronic data of printed Images read, for exam- 
ple, by a scanner. In the case of the scanner and the 
digital camera that generate image data, the data direct- 
ly representing the result of the processing or generation 
Includes Image data stored in the main body of the de- 
vice or in a computer used in combination with the de- 
vice. 

[0022] In either of the first online support method and 
the second online support method, the infomiation to be 
Input In the specifk: form includes first Infomiation re- 
quired to Identify the device and second infonnation re- 
quired to specify a worthing status of the device. 
[0023] The first Infomnatlon required to Identify the de- 
vice includes at least one of a model name of the device, 
an ID number allocated to the individual device, infor- 
mation that identifies a driver program for driving the de- 
vice, and information that identifies an operating system 
on which the driver program runs. 
[0024] The second information required to specify the 
woricing status of the device Includes at least one of in- 



formation that identifies an application program activat- 
ed on the device when the problem arises, information 
that Identifies an application program used for driving 
the device and specifies data transmitted to the device, 
5 and information that specifies a communication environ- 
ment of the device. 

[0025] The infomiation that identifies the application 
program activated on the device when the problem aris- 
es includes infomiation with regard to the names and 
10 the number of application programs activated. Such in- 
fomiation is required to analyze the marginal capacity 
of the memory resource when the problem arises in the 
device. The Infomiation that identifies the application 
program used for driving the device and specifies the 
15 data transmitted to the device includes information with 
regard to the unprocessed data file transmitted to the 
device when the problem arises in the device and the 
name of the application program used to generate such 
data. Such information is required to check the data 
20 transmitted to the device for any abnormality. The infor- 
mation that specifies the communication environment of 
the device includes Infonnation for specifying the type 
of the communication port adopted, for example, a par- 
allel port or an USB (universal serial bus). Such Infor- 
25 mation is required to find the cause of the problem at- 
tributed to the interface. 

[0026] In the case where the device Includes a stor- 
age unit in which specific infonnation representing the 
working status of the device is stored, the second Infor- 
30 mation required to specify the working status of the de- 
vtee may be infomiation that allows an access to the 
storage unit. Some devices have a database with regard 
to the wori<ing status called MIB (management infonna- 
tion base). The online access to the MIB gives infomna- 
35 tion regarding the working status of the device. In such 
cases, the second Information required to specify the 
woricing status of the device is information used to gain 
an access to the MIB, for example, URl (unlfonn re- 
source indicator) or another piece of infomiation show- 
40 Ing the address of the MIB. The storage unit may be in- 
corporated in a computer connecting with the device, 
Instead of being incorporated in the device itself. 
[0027] The information may further include pieces of 
infonnation with regard to the user, for example, the 
45 name, address, nation, and language of the user. 
[0028] The infonnation may also include pieces of in- 
formation with regard to the operations which the user 
has tried to eliminate the problem. As described above, 
the infonnation may further include the browsing record 
50 infonnation representing a browsing record of support 
infomiation. One preferable embodiment provides the 
user with a list of support information and asks the user 
to check the operations which the user has tried In the 
list and transmit the checked list. 
55 [0029] The technique of the present Invention is at- 
tained by a variety of applications, other than the online 
support method discussed above. For example, the 
technique of the present invention is actualized by an 
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online support system that gives information to a client 
and thereby carries out online support to eliminate a 
problem arising in a device of the client. The online sup- 
port system is constructed, for example, as a server that 
is connected to a network to provide the information dis- 
cussed above. The technique of the present invention 
Is also actualized by a client that gains online support 
from a predetermined support server to eliminate a 
problem arising in a device of the client. Here the client 
is not restricted to an apparatus Including the device 
where the problem arises, but represents any apparatus 
that the user utilizes to gain the online support. The cli- 
ent may be a workstation or a personal computer in a 
client/server environment, which stores various data re- 
quired to eliminate the problem and allows transmission 
of electronic mails with the various data attached there- 
to. The attach data are, for example, at least part of a 
browsing record of support information provided by the 
server, information for specifying the results of the 
processing by the device, image data and audio data 
input into the device, electronic data representing imag- 
es and audio output from the device, and address data 
required for the server to access such data. 
[0030] The technique of the present invention may al- 
so be attained by a program for driving a device or an- 
other suitable program, which has a function of causing 
a link to an upper-layered online support Web page, 
which does not depend upon a model of the device nor 
a problem, out of support Web pages that provide a cli- 
ent with support information to eliminate a problem aris- 
ing in the device, to be shown in at least one of a setting 
window that allows a user of the device to specify set- 
tings of the device and a display window that displays a 
working status of the device. The present invention is 
also directed to any of programs for attaining the steps 
of the online support method, the functions of the online 
support system, or the functions of the client discussed 
above. The present invention is also actualized by a sig- 
nal form equivalent to any of such programs and a re- 
cording medium in which any of such programs is re- 
corded. Typical examples of the recording medium in- 
clude flexible disks, CD-ROIVIs, magneto-optb discs, IC 
cards, ROM cartridges, punched cards, prints with bar- 
codes or other codes printed thereon, internal storage 
devices (memories like a RAM and a ROM) and external 
storage devices of the computer, and a variety of other 
computer readable media. 

[0031] These and other objects, features, aspects, 
and advantages of the present invention will become 
more apparent from the following detailed description of 
the preferred embodiment with the accompanying draw- 
ings. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 
[0032] 

Fig. 1 shows one configuration of an online support 



system that supports normal operations of printers; 
Fig. 2 is a flowchart showing a procedure of utilizing 
online support; 

Fig. 3 shows a display of a setting window PP pro- 
5 vided by a printer driver, which includes a link to the 
online support; 

Fig. 4 shows another window display including the 
link as a first modified example; 
Fig. 5 shows stiii another window display including 
10 the link as a second modified example; 

Fig. 6 shows a sequential change of windows in the 
online support; 

Fig. 7 shows an example of support infonnation; 
Fig. 8 shows a window display when a problem is 

'5 not eliminated by any of possible operations pre- 
pared in advance as support information; 
Fig, 9 shows a window display providing the support 
Information as a modified example; 
Fig. 10 shows a transmission fomi as an example; 

20 and 

Fig. 11 shows the configuration of another online 
support system in one modified example. 

DESCRIPTION OF THE PREFERRED 
25 EMBODIMENTS 

[0033] The technique of the present invention is, for 
example, applicable to online support that supports nor- 
mal operations of printers. This is explained below in the 
30 following sequence as one preferable mode of carrying 
out the Invention: 

A. Configuration of System 

B. Online Support 

35 B1 . Link to Online Support 

82. Sequential Change of Windows in Online Sup- 
port 

B3. E mail Support 

C. Modifications 

40 

A. Configuration of System 

[0034] Rg. 1 shows one configuration of an online 
support system that supports nonnal operations of print- 

^5 ers. The upper portion of the drawing shows the config- 
uration of a system that gives online support of printers, 
whereas the lower portion of the drawing shows the con- 
figuration of a printer user's system that receives the on- 
line support. Any organization, party, or individual may 

50 provide the online support of printers. In this embodi- 
ment, for convenience of explanation, it is assumed that 
the printers' manufacturer gives the online support at the 
site called a support center. 

[0035] The configuration of the printer user's system 
55 Includes a page printer PRT connected to a computer 
PCu via a parallel cable. Although the page printer is 
used as the printer PRT In this embodiment, the target 
of the online support may be any of various printers, for 
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example, an ink jet printer. Although the printer PRT Is 
locally connected to the printer PCu via the parallel ca- 
ble, the printer PRT may be connected to the computer 
PCu via a LAN (Local Area Network), 
[0036] A plurality of programs working on a preset op- 
erating system are installed in the computer PCu. Here 
a browser 1 0 that is used to browse Web pages, a printer 
driver 12 that has functions to drive the printer PRT, and 
an application program 14 that generates document da- 
ta and image data to be printed by the printer PRT. In a 
typical printing process, the application program 14 
transfers a print command and a file to be printed to the 
printer driver 12. The printer driver 12 causes the input 
file to be subjected to rendering and other required 
processing and generates print data to be transmitted 
to the printer PRT. The printer PRT receives the print 
data via the parallel cable and carries out an actual print- 
ing operation. The printer PRT has an MIB 20, which is 
a database storing a working status of the printer PRT. 
The user gains access to the MIB 20 via the computer 
PCu, so as to obtain Infomnation with regard to settings 
of the working status and problems in the printer PRT. 
[0037] The computer PCu is connected to the Inter- 
net. When some trouble or problem arises in the printer 
PRT, the user of the printer PRT gains mainly two types 
of online support via the Internet. The first online support 
utilizes Web pages to notify various pieces of support 
infomnation. Typical operations and resolutions of fre- 
quently arising problems and troubles are provided in 
the Web pages as support infomnation. The user adopts 
the browser 1 0 to gain access to the Web pages defined 
by a specified URL (unifomn resource locator) and 
browse the support Infomnation In the Web pages, in or- 
der to attain self support with regard to the problem or 
the trouble. 

[0038] The second online support utilizes electronic 
mails (hereinafter this type of online support is called 
the E mail support). The user inputs required pieces of 
infomiation with regard to the problem or trouble in a 
predetermined transmission fomri and transmits the in- 
put infomnation to the support center. The support center 
finds the possible cause of the problem or trouble, based 
on the transmitted information , and sends back the user 
an electronic mail describing a possible operation or res- 
olution to eliminate the problem or trouble. 
[0039] The support center providing such online sup- 
port has the system of the following configuration. The 
support center includes a server SV that provides users 
with the support Infomnation written in the Web pages 
and the predetemnined transmission fomn for the E mail 
support, and a computer PCs that actually carries out 
the E mail support. The server SV stores support infor- 
mation 110 displayed in the Web pages and data re- 
quired for providing a transmission form 120 for the E 
mail support. In the structure of the embodiment, the 
support information 110 and the transmission form 120 
are stored In the form of Web programs using CGI (com- 
mon gateway intertace). The support Infomnation 110 



and the transmission fomn 120 may alternatively be 
stored in another form using HTI\^L (hyper text markup 
language), Java (registered trademark), or Java Script 
(registered trademark). Although the support center of 
5 this embodiment uses includes the server and the com- 
puter, the support center may include only one server 
or a plurality of servers. 

B. Online Support 



[0040] Fig. 2 is a flowchart showing a procedure of 
utilizing the online support. The procedure shown in Fig. 
2 describes a flow of processes mainly from the user's 
side. The support center carries out a series of process- 
es ing according to this procedure. From this point of view, 
the flowchart of Fig. 2 may partly be regarded as a proc- 
ess chart showing the series of processing executed by 
the support center. 

[0041 1 The user opens a setting window of the printer 

20 driver 12 at step 810 and gains access to an online sup- 
port general-purpose Web page, which is provided by 
the server SV on the Internet, via a link shown in the 
setting window to receive the online support at step SI 2 . 
The online support has two different stages. In the first 

25 stage, the user browses the support infomnation provid- 
ed by the server SV, In order to eliminate the problem 
or the trouble by the user's own efforts (steps SI 4 and 
SI 6). In the second stage, the user sends an electronic 
mail to eliminate the problem or the trouble (steps S18 

30 and S20). The first stage is called self support, and the 
second stage is called E mail support. The user obtains 
the E mail support by causing a predetermined trans- 
mission fomn to be displayed on the screen of the com- 
puter PCu at step S18, and inputting required pieces of 

35 infomnation in the predetermined fomn and transmitting 
the fiiled-in fomn to the support center at step S20. In 
the arrangement of the embodiment, the user gains the 
E mail support In principle when the user can not elimi- 
nate the trouble or the problem (step SI 6) by browsing 

40 the support infomnation (step S14). In the course of E 
mall support, the user may send and receive a plurality 
of E mails to and from the support center. For conven- 
ience of the user In such cases, there is a link to directly 
gain the E mail support on the general-purpose Web 

45 page without displaying the support infomnation (step 
SI 4). The respective procedures are described In detail 
below. 

B1 . Link to Online Support 

50 

[0042] As described above, the user who desires to 
receive the online support first causes the computer 
PCu to display the setting window of the printer 12, in 
order to gain access to the Web site for the online sup- 
55 port (step S1 0 in the flowchart of Fig. 2). In the arrange- 
ment of the embodiment, the printer driver 12 has the 
function of causing the link to the online support to be 
displayed In the setting window. The link Is displayed in 
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the following manner. 

[0043] Fig, 3 shows a display of a setting window PP 
provided by the printer driver 12, which includes a link 
to the online support. The setting window PP is open 
when the user selects Printer Properties in a dialog box 
displayed on the screen of the computer PCu In re- 
sponse to a user's printing Instruction. Displaying the 
setting window PP is one of the functions attained by 
the printer driver 1 2. The user specifies various settings, 
for example, paper used for printing and a print mode in 
the setting window PP. In the arrangement of the em- 
bodiment, a Support button Bs is also included in the 
setting window PP. The Support button Bs corresponds 
to the link to the online support at step S10 in the flow- 
chart of Fig. 2. The printer driver 12 stores the URL of 
the Web page, which is to be accessed for the online 
support, corresponding to the Support button Bs. The 
user clicks the Support button Bs with a pointing device, 
such as a mouse, to gain access to the general-purpose 
Web page for the online support. 
[0044] In the arrangement of the embodiment, the us- 
er first accesses the general-purpose Web page, which 
does not depend upon the printer model, the nation, or 
the language, in the process of online support as dis- 
cussed later. This arrangement advantageously ena- 
bles a common module with regard to the function of 
displaying the Support Button Bs to be used for any 
printer models, and thereby facilitates the manufacture 
of the printer driver 12. This arrangement also restricts 
the Web page that the user accesses first to a single 
general-purpose Web page, thus advantageously ena- 
bling the lower layer In the hierarchical structure to be 
flexibly changed. For example, such restriction allows a 
change from one page configuration that carries out 
classification according to the printer model in the first 
layer of the hierarchical structure and classification ac- 
cording to the type of problem or trouble In the lower, 
second layer of the hierarchical structure, to another 
page configuration that carries out classification accord- 
ing to the type of problem or trouble In the first layer of 
the hierarchical structure. The restriction of the Web 
page that the user accesses first enables flexible 
change of the page configuration without affecting the 
services of the online support. However, instead of the 
first link to the general-purpose web page, the link may 
bring directly a user to the online support related to his 
printer model Inputted beforehand. 
[0045] In the an^ngement of the embodiment, the link 
to the online support is displayed in the setting window 
PP of the printer PRT The display of the link is, however, 
not restricted to this application. Fig. 4 shows another 
window display including the link as a first modified ex- 
ample. This window is used to set printer ports and add 
and manage available printers in the computer PCu. In 
this first modified example, the link to the online support 
is shown In this window as an underilned Online Support 
option. The user clicks the underilned Online Support 
option to gain access to the general-purpose Web page 



for the online support. The link to the online support may 
be provided in a driver folder that is generated when 
each printer driver Is installed in the computer PCu. in 
this case, the display fonnat of Fig. 4 may be adopted. 

5 [0046] Fig. 5 shows still another window display in- 
cluding the link as a second modified example. In a sta- 
tus monitor of the computer PCu, a window SIVl shows 
the working status of the printer, such as the remaining 
quantities of inks, in this second modified example, the 

10 link to the online support is shown In this window SM as 
a Technical Support button Bsl . The user clicks the 
Technical Support button Bs1 to gain access to the gen- 
eral-purpose Web page for the online support. 
[0047] In the embodiment and its modified examples 

IS discussed above, the link to the online support is shown 
in the setting window of the printer or another suitable 
window. This enhances the convenience of the access 
to the Web page for the online support. Another proce- 
dure directly specifies the URL allocated to the Web 

20 page for the online support on the browser for the ac- 
cess. 

B2. Sequential Change of Windows in Online Support 

25 [0048] The following describes a sequential change 
of windows after the user gains access to the general- 
purpose Web page of the online support via any of the 
above links. Fig. 6 shows a sequential change of win- 
dows in the online support. Data in each page are trans- 

30 mitted from the server SV of the support center and are 
written in a Web language, for example, HTML. The 
Web pages that require the user to input Infomiatlon are 
provided by utilizing the CGI. The sequential change of 
windows shown in Fig. 6 corresponds to the data struc- 

35 ture of the Web page stored In the server SV and rep- 
resents the procedures of the online supporii executed 
by the server SV. 

[0049] The online supportflrst displays a general-pur- 
pose Web page 102. The users of various models, var- 

40 ious nations, and various languages access the single 
general-purpose Web page 102. The general-purpose 
Web page 102 shows a diversity of links, for example, 
a link to self support and a link to E mail support. 
[0050] When the user clicks the link to the self sup- 

45 port, the displays changes to an input window 104 for 
specifying the individual state. The user inputs the mod- 
el name of the printer, the nation where the printer Is 
located, the operating system, and the type of the prob- 
lem in the input window 1 04. In the structure of the em- 

50 bodiment, the user chooses an appropriate option 
among preset options with regard to each Item. For ex- 
ample, the model names of the printers that are subject 
to the online support are displayed In the fomn of a drop- 
down menu, and the user chooses the model name of 

55 the own printer in the dropdown menu. The other pieces 
of Infomiatlon are input In a similar manner. The Input 
of such information may, however, not be restricted to 
this application, but the user ari3itrarily Inputs such tn- 
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formation, instead of the selection out of the preset op- 
tions. 

[0051] The URL of a Web page mapped to the prob- 
lem is specified by referring to a URL database 106 
stored in advance in the server SV based on the input 
information. Support infomiation 110 specified by the 
URL is displayed in the Web page. The support infor- 
mation includes operations and resolutions to eliminate 
the problem. In the an-angement of this embodiment, the 
URL is specified by a hierarchical structure of 'model / 
nation / operating system / type of problem*. For exam- 
ple, when the model name of the printer is LP9000, the 
nation is JAPAN (expressed by a code JPN), and the 
operating system Is Wlndows98 (registered trademar1<; 
expressed by a code Win98), the URL is specified as 
■JP9000 / JPN / Win98 / using the coded data. The 
hierarchical structure has the advantage of relatively 
readily specifying the URL. In the case where the URL 
of the support infomnation con-esponding to the problem 
input in the input window 104 is unequivocally specified 
in the URL database 106, such a hierarchical stnjcture 
may not be required. In the structure of the embodiment, 
the support infomnation 110 is stored in the server SV 
that provides the general-purpose Web page 102. The 
support information may alternatively be stored in an ex- 
ternal server. For example, the support Information 1 1 0 
may be offered by a server provided for each nation, 
based on the information with regard to the nation input 
in the input window 104. 

[0052] The support infomriation is displayed stepwise 
In an interactive manner In response to requirements of 
the user. The procedure first provides the user with a 
first operation infomnation (Workaround 1) to eliminate 
the problem. When the user's Input shows that the prob- 
lem is eliminated by Workaround 1, the online support 
Is terminated and the display Is returned to a top page 
100. When the user's input shows that the problem is 
not eliminated by Workaround 1 , on the other hand, the 
procedure provides the user with a second operation 
(Workaround 2). When the problem is eliminated by 
Workaround 2, the display is returned to the top page 
1 00. When the problem Is not eliminated by Workaround 
2, on the other hand, the procedure successively pro- 
vides the user possible operations stored In advance. 
The content of the online self-help support infonnatlon 
may be updated for users satisfaction. 
[0053] As shown in Fig. 6, in the arrangement of the 
embodiment, the user's browsing record of the support 
information is accumulated as support log information 
122. The support log infomnation 122 stores the URLs 
of the Web pages browsed by the user In a time series. 
In the structure of the embodiment, the support log in- 
formation 122 is stored in the user's computer PCu. In 
the Illustration of Fig. 6, the support log infomnation 122 
is shown by the broken line, for the purpose of discrim- 
ination from the Infomnation stored in the server SV. The 
input window 104 and the support information 110 
shown in Fig. 6 correspond to the process of self support 



(steps SI 4 and S16) shown in the flowchart of Fig. 2. 
The support log infomnation 122 may be stored together 
with the infomnation for specifying the user who gained 
the access, for example, the IP address and MAC ad- 
5 dress of the user, in the server SVorthe support center's 
computer PCs. 

B3. E Mail Support 

[0054] In some cases, the problem Is not eliminated 
even when the user tries all the possible operations the 
resolutions stored in advance as the support informa- 
tion. In such cases, a link to the E mail support is shown 
In the window that provides a last possible operation N. 
When the user clicks this link, a transmission form 120 
is displayed to transmit pieces of infomnation with regard 
to the problem to the E mail support. The user inputs 
required pieces of infomnation in the transmission fomn 
1 20 and transmits the fllled-in fonn to the support center. 
This temiinates the online support and the display is re- 
turned to the top page 1 00. In the procedure of the em- 
bodiment, the support log Infonnnation 122 representing 
the browsing record of the support infomnation is at- 
tached to the information input in the transmission fomn 
120. The E mail support may be canried out without the 
attachment of the support log infomnation 122. The at- 
tachment of the support log infomnation, however, ad- 
vantageously narrows the range of possible causes of 
the problem and thus efficiently analyzes the cause of 
the problem. In the case where the user clicks a link to 
the E mall support In the general-purpose Web page 
102, the transmission form 120 is also displayed for the 
E mail support. 

[0055] The interactive transmission of the support in- 
formation is discussed below in one example where the 
problem of 'paper jam' arises in the printer. Fig. 7 shows 
an example of the support information in the form of a 
Web page displayed on the browser. In this Web page, 
the support Infomnation 'Power off and pull out paper 
slowly* is provided as Workaround 1 against the paper 
jam. The user tries this operation. When the problem is 
eliminated by this operation, the user clicks 'Solve'. Oth- 
envise the user clicks 'Next'. When 'Solve' is dteked, the 
display is returned to the top page 100 as shown In Fig. 
6, When 'Next' Is clicked, on the other hand, a next pos- 
sible operation is offered to the user. The user inputs the 
result of each operation and successively obtains sup- 
port Information in response to the user's requirement. 
[0056] Fig. 8 shows a window display when a problem 
is not eliminated by any of possible operations prepared 
in advance as support infomnation. As mentioned previ- 
ously, the user gains E mall support in such cases. The 
window shows a link 'E Mail Support' as an option when 
the problem is not resolved. The user clicks the link to 
gain the E mail support. 

[0057] In the arrangement of the embodiment, the 
support information is successively provided (see Figs. 
6 and 7). The procedure of providing the support infor- 



ms 



20 



25 



30 



35 



40 



45 



50 



8 



15 



EP1 139 604 A2 



16 



mation Is, however, not restricted to this application. Fig. 
9 shows a window display providing the support Infor- 
mation against the problem of paper jam as a modified 
example. In the modified example, the possible opera- 
tions to eliminate the problem are shown collectively in 
the fomi of a list of the support infomiatlon. The user 
ticks the checkbox corresponding to the operation that 
the user has tried. The checkboxes are provided for con- 
venience of the user and may be omitted. When the 
problem Is not eliminated by any of these possible op- 
erations, the user clicks a link 'E Mail Support' to gain 
the E mall support. 

[0058] The E mail support is carried out when the user 
inputs required pieces of information in a predetermined 
transmission form and transmits the f illed-in form to the 
support center. Fig. 1 0 shows a transmission fonm as an 
example. The arrangement of the embodiment displays 
the transmission form on the browser by means of the 
CGI. The user Inputs required pieces of information In 
boxes BX of the respective items. 
[0059] The transmission fomn Includes parts A 
through C where the user inputs some typical pieces of 
infonnation as well as a part D where the user describes 
the status arbitrarily. The parts A through C may be omit- 
ted if not required. But these parts A through C facilitate 
the input of typical infomnation required for the E malt 
support. Even when there are some blanks in the parts 
A through C, the user gains the support to the extent 
that the provided information allows. 
[0060] Pieces of infomnatlon with regard to the user 
are input In the part A. In this embodiment, the part A 
includes the name, the E-mail address, the address, and 
the telephone number of the user. The support center 
uses these pieces of infonnation to contact the user. An 
user's speaking language may be added to the part A 
so that the user could be contacted in his language by 
the support center near to his address. 
[0061] Pieces of infonnation with regard to the model 
of the printer having the problem are input in the part B. 
In this embodiment, the part B includes the model, the 
serial umber, the operating system, and the driver ver- 
sion. These pieces of infonnation specify the basic con- 
ditions in the process of analyzing the cause of the prob- 
lem. 

[0062] Pieces of infonnation for specifying the work- 
ing status when the problem arises are input in the part 
C. in this embodiment, the part C includes the name of 
the application program activated in the user's computer 
PCu when the problem arises, the data processed at 
that time, and the name of the application program used 
for processing the data, the connection port of the print- 
er, the URt (unlfonn resource Indicator) of the printer, 
and the result of the processing by the printer when the 
problem arises. These pieces of infonnation are used to 
analyze the cause of the problem as discussed below. 
[0063] The application program activated when the 
problem arises represents the information regarding all 
the active applteation programs including the application 



program causing the problem. This infonnation is used 
to estimate the marginal capacity of the memory re- 
source in the computer PCu when the problem arises. 
[0064] The data having the problem, that is, the appli- 
5 cation file, and the name of the application program 
used for processing the data are used to determine 
whether or not the problem found in the printing result 
is ascribed to the application program. The problem 
found in the printing result may be caused by abnormal- 
10 ity of data transmitted from the application program to 
the printer driver 1 2 or by abnonnality of print data gen- 
erated through the processing of the printer driver 1 2 or 
an abnomfial operation of the printer based on the print 
data. The input of the application file and the name of 
IS the application program enables the support center to 
Investigate the application program and determine 
whether or not the cause of the problem is ascribed to 
the application program. The application file may be at- 
tached to the infonnation Input in the transmission form 
shown in Fig. 10 and directly transmitted. Another pro- 
cedure Inputs and transmits only file path information of 
the applk:ation file in the transmission fonn. In this case, 
the support center accesses the user's computer PCu 
based on the file path infonnation and obtains the appli- 
cation file. The user may directly input the information 
with regard to the application file in the transmission 
fonn of Fig. 10. Alternatively the procedure may utilize 
an Interface that enables input by the drag and drop of 
an icon representing the application file of interest. 
[0065] The connection port of the printer represents 
the infonnation regarding the communication environ- 
ment between the computer PCu and the printer. Typical 
examples of the connection port of the printer include a 
parallel port, a serial port, a USB (universal serial bus). 
These pieces of infonnation are used to specify the 
cause of the problem ascribed to the interface. 
[0066] The support center uses the URi of the printer 
to access the resource In the printer. In the an^angement 
of the embodiment, the URI of the printer is used to gain 
access to the MIB in the printer. The access to the printer 
based on such Infonnation enables the support center 
to directly grasp the woricing status of the printer. Al- 
though the procedure of the embodiment accesses the 
MIB, the accessed data is not restrictedto such unifonn- 
ly provided data. Another application gains access to 
data provided specifically In the printer by means of a 
command specifically used in the printer. 
[0067] The printing result processed by the printer in 
the presence of the problem represents the data with 
the problem most apparently appearing therein. This Is 
accordingly effective for analysis of the cause of the 
problem. In the case of the printer, for example, the re- 
suiting print may be read by a scanner and transmitted 
to the support center. When the print data generated by 
the printer driver 12 is left in the computer PCu, the file 
of the print data may be transmitted to the support cent- 
er. The user is generally not able to describe the problem 
sufficiently. Attachment of the printing result with the 
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problem apparently appearing therein significantly en- 
hances the efficiency of the analysis for the cause of the 
problem. 

[0068] The procedure of the embodiment uses the 
transmission fonn shown in Fig. 1 0 for the E mail sup- s 
port. The transmission fomri may require additional 
Items of infomnation or, on the contrary, may exclude 
part of the Items shown In Fig. 10. 
[0069] As described above, when a problem arises In 
the printer, the online support system of the embodiment 
enables the user to gain online support and eliminate 
the problem. The linl< to the online support Is provided, 
for example, in the setting window of the printer driver 
12. This arrangement significantly improves the user's 
convenience for the online support. 
[0070] The online support includes the self support 
that allows the user to browse the support information 
and try to eliminate the problem by the own efforts, and 
the E mail support utilizing the electronic mails. The user 
flexibly uses the appropriate support according to the 
circumstances. As for problems that are relatively easy 
to be solved, the user adopts the self support to quickly 
eliminate the problem. As for problems that are rather 
difficult to be solved, on the other hand, the user adopts 
the E mail support to gain the individual and concrete 
support for elimination of the problem. 
[0071] In the arrangement of the embodiment that 
provides the two different types of online support, the 
configuration of the Web pages causes the user to try 
to eliminate the problem by the self support and to gain 
the E mail support only when the problem is not elimi- 
nated by the self support. This configuration accelerates 
the use of the self support. Since the subtle problems 
are resolved by the self support, the excessive use of 
the E mail support is effectively prevented. This arrange- 
ment thus desirably relieves the loading on the E mail 
support and enables the E mail support to concentrate 
on elimination of the significant problems that are not 
solved by the self support. 

[0072] The technique of the embodiment utilizes the 
transmission fomri that Includes the parts for the input of 
typical pieces of infonmatlon to gain the E malt support. 
The arrangement of using such a transmission f omn en- 
ables the support center to obtain the pieces of informa- 
tion required for specifying the cause of the problem, 
thus offering the user the efficient resolution. The print- 
ing result processed by the printer is attached to the 
transmission forni as the data with the problem appar- 
ently appearing therein. This further enhances the effi- 
ciency of the specification for the cause of the problem. 
The processed image is the most effective means to an- 
alyze the problem arising in the device that inputs or out- 
put images, such as the printer. The an^angement of the 
embodiment also attaches the browsing record of the 
self support to the transmission fomi. This enables the 
support center to estimate the operations that the user 
has tried to eliminate the problem and thus to narrow 
the range of possible causes of the problem. 



C. Modifications 

[0073] The above embodiment regards the online 
support that supports the normal operations of the print- 
er. The technique of the present invention is also appli- 
cable to support normal operations of a diversity of other 
devices. Fig. 11 shows the configuration of another on- 
line support system In one modified example. Various 
devices to which the technique of the present Invention 
are applicable are shown in the configuration of Fig. 11 . 
These devices also Input or output images. The proc- 
essed Image is thus most effective means to analyze 
the problem. 

[0074] As shown In Fig. 11, the technique of the 
present invention Is applied to support nomnal opera- 
tions of a digital camera D1 as the device. Image data 
PD1 shot by the digital camera D1 may be attached as 
the data processed by the device for the E mail support 
that utilizes electronic mails. The Image data PD1 is 
transferred to the computer PCu via a predetemnined 
medium or via a cable connecting the digital camera D1 
with the computer PCu. Image data PD2 stored in the 
computer PCu is then attached to the transmission form 
for the E mail support shown in Fig. 10 and transmitted 
to the support center PCs (see the arrow b in Fig. 11). 
In the case where the digital camera D1 Is connected to 
the computer PCu via the cable, the address inf omnation 
to gain access to the digital camera D1 may be Input in 
the transmission form of Fig. 1 0 and transmitted to the 
support center PCs. The support center PCs accesses 
the digital camera D1 via the computer PCu and obtains 
the image data PD1 stored in the digital camera D1 (see 
the arrows a and b). 

[0075] The above embodiment regards the online 
support to support the operations of the printer PRT lo- 
cally connected to the computer PCu. The technique of 
the present Invention is also applicable to support the 
operations of devices that are connected to the compu- 
ter PCu via a l-AN (local area networi<). Such devices 
include those naturally using the network for operations, 
like the printer connected to the LAN, and those using 
the networi< for the limited purposes, for example, set- 
ting the working environment. In the configuration of Fig. 
11 , a copying machine D2 Is shown as an example con- 
nected to the l-AN of the limited use. The copying ma- 
chine D2 is connected to the computer PCu via a LAN. 
The user specifies the various settings, for example, the 
magnlfteation and the density of copy, In the computer 
PCu. This allows duplk^atlon In a desired mode without 
any complicated operations In the copying machine D2. 
Infomnation PD3 regarding the working status is stored 
in the copying machine D2. The information PD3 of the 
working status may include a record of the working sta- 
tus and the Image data read by the scanner of the cop- 
ying machine as the data processed by the device. The 
present invention is applicable to this configuration to 
provide both the self support and the E mall support. It 
is desirable to attach the address infonmatlon, which is 
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used to gain access to the copying machine D2, to the 
transmission form of Fig. 10 for the E mail support. The 
support center PCs accesses the copying machine D2 
via the Internet and the LAN based on the address in- 
formation and obtains the infonnation PD3 of the work- 
ing status stored In the copying machine D2. 
[0076] The above description regards the application 
to the devices that are connected to the computer PCu 
locally or via the LAN. The technique of the present in- 
vention is also applicable to a device that is not connect- 
ed with the computer PCu. In the configuration of Fig. 
11, a facsimile D3 Is shown as such an example. The 
facsimile D3 is not connected with the computer PCu 
but is connected to a telephone network TN. The sup- 
port center PCs is accordingly accessible to the facsim- 
ile 03. The facsimile D3 stores received and transmitted 
facsimile data therein as accumulate data D4. The 
present invention is applicable to this configuration to 
provide both the self support and the E mail support. 
The user inputs the model, the serial number, and the 
fax number of the facsimile D3 in the computer PCu and 
transmits these pieces of Information to the support 
center PCs for the E mail support (see the anrow d). In 
the E mail support, the support center PCs transmits a 
command proper to the facsimile D3 via the telephone 
network TN and causes the facsimile D3 to send back 
the accumulated data PD4, which corresponds to the 
data processed by the device, to the support center PCs 
(see the arrow e). Data obtained by reading a print of 
the facsimile D3 with a scanner may be attached as the 
data processed by the device and transmitted for the E 
mail support. 

[0077] Other devices that carry out processing of im- 
ages include scanners, projectors, liquid-crystal dis- 
plays, and video cameras. In the case of the scanner, It 
is desirable to transmit image data representing a 
scanned Image as the data processed by the device for 
the E mall support. For the purpose of the comparison, 
image data scanned with another scannerthat normally 
works may be attached. It is also preferable to attach 
the scanned image data of a certain original, which the 
manufacturer certainly possesses, for example, a pre- 
determined page In the manufacture's Instruction man- 
uals. In the case of the display units, such as the pro- 
jector and the liquid-crystal display, data representing 
the actual display status, which is shot with a digital cam- 
era, may be transmitted for the E mail support as the 
data processed by the device. In such cases, It is desir- 
able to attach image data to be displayed. In the case 
of the video camera, compressed data obtained by com- 
pressing motion pictures or still pictures shot with the 
video camera In a predetemnined fomriat like MPEG are 
transmitted for the E mall support as the data processed 
by the device. For the purpose of the comparison, it Is 
desirable to attach a video image shot with another vid- 
eo camera that works nonnally. It is also preferable to 
attach the shot image data of a certain original, which 
the manufacturer certainty possesses. 



[0078] Application of the present invention is not re- 
stricted to the devices that Input or output image data. 
For example, the technique of the present Invention is 
applicable to data of cellular phones, MP3 players that 
5 process music and audio data, and headphone stereos. 
In the case of any of such devices, the audio data in a 
predetemnined fonnat are transmitted for the E mail sup- 
port as the data processed by the device. 
[0079] As discussed above, the technique of the 
present invention is applicable to a diversity of devices 
including those discussed above. In orderto use the da- 
ta processed by the device for the E mail support, it is 
preferable that the devtee is connected to the computer 
or the Internet. But the application of the present inven- 
tion is not restricted to such devices connectable with 
the computer orthe Internet. For example, thetechnique 
of the present Invention Is applicable to copying ma- 
chines that are not connectable with the LAN. The ar- 
rangement of the present invention is sufficiently applied 
for the online support of such copying machines al- 
though the data processed by the copying machine are 
not attachable. Another procedure causes both an orig- 
inal and a duplicated print by the copying machine to be 
read with a scanner and attaches the scanned data for 
the E mail support. 
[0080] In the above embodiment, the support center 
Is the manufacturer of the device and provides the online 
support via the Internet. The technique of the present 
invention Is also applicable to the online support that Is 
provided via an Intranet, for example, in one organiza- 
tion, corporation, or enterprise. A network management 
section of the enterprise provides the users of certain 
devices in the enterprise with the online support via the 
Intranet to support the operations of the devices. This 
online support system is readily attained by simply re- 
placing the Internet with the Intranet in the configuration 
of the embodiment. The configuration of the network 
does not always require the wired connection but may 
partly use wireless connection. 
[0081 ] The above embodiment is to be considered in 
all aspects as illustrative and not restrictive. There may 
be many modifications, changes, and alterations with- 
out departing from the scope or spirit of the main char- 
acteristics of the present Invention. All changes within 
the meaning and range of equivalency of the claims are 
therefore intended to be embraced therein. 
[0082] The scope and spirit of the present Invention 
are Indicated by the appended claims, ratherthan by the 
foregoing description. 



Claims 

1 . An online support method that gives online support 
55 to eliminate a problem arising in a device, said on- 
line support method comprising the steps of: 

(a) providing a user of the device with a specific 
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form that enables the user to input and transmit 
Information with regard to the problem; and 
(b) providing the user of the device with support 
infomriation, which is prepared in advance for 
elimination of the problem, prior to said step (a). 

2. An online support method in accordance with claim 
1 , wherein said step (b) provides the support infor- 
mation in response to each selecting Instruction giv- 
en by the user. 

3. An online support method in accordance with claim 
1 , wherein the specific form comprises a first part 

that asl<s the user to input specific infomnatlon, 
which is generally required for analysis of the prob- 
lem, and a second part that enables the userto input 
arbitrary Information with regard to the problem. 

4. An online support method In accordance with claim 
1 , said online support method further comprising 
the step of: 

(c) obtaining browsing record infonnation, 
which represents a user's browsing record of the 

support information, in addition to the Infomriation 
Input In the specific form. 

5. An online support method in accordance with claim 
1 , wherein said step (a) enables the specific fomri 
to be offered to the user without said step (b), in 
response to an instruction given by the user. 

6. An online support method that gives online support 
to eliminate a problem arising In a device, said on- 
line support method comprising the step of: 

providing a user of the device with a specific 
fonn that enables the user to input and transmit In- 
formation with regard to the problem, wherein the 
specific form comprises a first part that asks the us- 
er to input specific infonnation, which is generally 
required for analysis of the problem, and a second 
part that enables the userto input arbitrary informa- 
tion with regard to the problem. 

7. An online support method in accordance with any 
one of claims 1 , 3, and 6, wherein the device carries 
out either of processing and generation of digital da- 
ta, and the specific form asks the user to input at 
least Infonnation that is required to specify a result 
of either of the processing and the generation car- 
ried out by the device. 

8. An online support method In accordance with any 
one of claims 1 , 6, and 7, wherein the device inputs 
either of image data and audio data, and the infor- 
mation Is either of the Image data and the audio data 
input into the device. 

9. An online support method In accordance with any 



one of claims 1,6, and 7, wherein the device outputs 
either of an image and audio based on digital data, 
and the Infonnation represents electronic data rep- 
resenting either of the image and the audio output 
5 by the device. 

10. An online support method in accordance with any 
one of claims 1 ,3, 6, and 7, wherein the Infonnation 
includes first information required to identify the de- 

^0 vice and second infonnation required to specify a 
working status of the device. 

1 1 . An online support method in accordance with claim 

10, wherein the first information required to identify 
*5 the device includes at least one of a model name of 
the device, an ID number allocated to the individual 
device, infonnation that identifies a driver program 
for driving the device, and information that identifies 
an operating system on which the driver program 
20 ains. 

12. An online support method in accordance with claim 
10, wherein the second infonnation required to 

specify the working status of the device Includes at 
25 least one of information that identifies an application 
program activated on the device when the problem 
arises, infonnation that identifies an application pro- 
gram used for driving the device and specifies data 
transmitted to the device, and infonnation that spec- 
ie ifies a communication environment of the device. 

13. An online support method in accordance with claim 
10, wherein the device comprises a storage unit in 
which specif k: information representing the working 

35 status of the device is stored, and the second infor- 
mation required to specify the working status of the 
device comprises infonnation that allows an access 
to the storage unit. 

40 14. An online support method in accordance with either 
one of claims 1,3,6 and 10, wherein the specific 
form also asks the userto input infonnation regard- 
ing the individual user. 

45 1 5. An online support method In accordance with either 
one of claims 1 ,3 and 6, wherein the specific form 
also asks the userto input infonnation regarding a 
operation carried out by the user to eliminate the 
problem. 

50 

1 6. An online support method in accordance with either 
one of claims 1 ,3 and 6, wherein the specific fonn 
asks the userto input Infonnation regarding a user's 
browsing record of the support infonnation provided 

S5 In advance. 

17. An online support system that gives infonnation to 
a client and thereby canies out online support to 
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eliminate a problem arising in a device of the client, 
said online support system comprising: 

a transmission f omi providing unit that provides 
the client with a specific form that enables the 5 
client to Input and transmit Information with re- 
gard to the problem; and 
a link providing unit that provides the client with 
a link to said transmission form display unit in 
a predetermined page that allows an access to to 
support information prepared in advance for 
elimination of the problem. 

18. An online support system that gives information to 

a client and thereby carries out online support to ts 
eliminate a problem arising In a device of the client, 
said online support system comprising: 

a transmission fomi providing unit that pro- 
vides the client with a specific form that enables the 
client to input and transmit infomnation with regard 20 
to the problem, wherein the specific form comprises 
a first part that asks the client to input specific infor- 
mation, which Is generally required for analysis of 
the problem, and a second part that enables the cli- 
ent to input arbitrary infomnation with regard to the 25 
problem. 

19. A client that gains online support from a predeter- 
mined support server to eliminate a problem arising 

in a device of the client, said client comprising: so 

a support infonnatlon display unit that receives 
support Information, which is prepared in ad- 
vance, from the predetermined support server 
and displays the input support information; 35 
a browsing infonnatlon registration unit that 
registers a browsing record of the support in- 
fomnation as browsing infomnation; and 
a transmission unit that transmits data required 
for a further support, which comprises arbitrary 40 
infomnation with regard to the problem and the 
browsing information, to the predetemilned 
support server. 

20. A client that gains online support from a predeter- 45 
mined support server to eliminate a problem arising 

In a device of the client, said client comprising: 

a processed result storage unit that stores proc- 
essed result information, which is required to so 
specify a result of either of processing and gen- 
eration earned out by the device; and 
a transmission unit that transmits data required 
for a further support, which comprises arbitrary 
Infomnation with regard to the problem and the ss 
processed result infomiation, to the predeter- 
mined support server. 



21. A client in accordance with claim 20, wherein the 
device Inputs either of Image data and audio data, 
and the processed result Infomnation is either of the 
Image data and the audio data input into the device. 

22. A client in accordance with claim 20, wherein the 
device outputs either of an image and audio based 
on digital data, and the processed result infomnation 
is electronic data representing either of the Image 
and the audio output by the device. 

23. A recording medium in which a program is recorded, 
wherein said program functions to drive a device 
and causes a link to an upper-layered online sup- 
port Web page, which does not depend upon a mod- 
el of the device nor a problem, out of support Web 
pages that provide a client with support Infomnation 
to eliminate a problem arising in the device, to be 
shown in at least one of a setting window that allows 
a user of the device to specify settings of the device 
and a display window that displays a working status 
of the device. 
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